DOCUMENT RESUME
ED 236 475 o

. CG 017 025
AUTHOR . Fincham, F, D. o
TITLE Causal Attributions in Relationship Dysfunction: A
: ' Reegxamination. o ‘
PUB DATE May 83 : L. » C . .
NOTE = 18p.; Paper presented at the Annual Meeting. of the

Midwestern Psychological Association (55th, Chicago,
} IL, May 5-7, 1983), ,
_ PUB TYPE Information Analyses (070) -- Speeches/Conference
: . - Papers (150) - . ..
EDRS 'PRICE MF01/PC0l Plus Fostage, , .
DESCRIPTORS *Attribution Theory; Behavioral Science Research;
7 *Counseling Techniques; *Interpersonal “Competence;
” *Interpersonal Relationship; Marital Satisfaction:
*Marriage Counseling; Social Cognition; Spouses;

Statg’of the Art Reviews

!

LN
~..

. The Jtudy of causal attributions at the interpersonal

-level has been-an integral part of attribution research, :
Unfortunately most attribution research has involved persons :
unfamiliar with gach other. The marital relationship is an example of
the need for understanding causal attributions among intimates., A
striking feature of marital interaction is its reciprocal nature;
relationship problems can occur when partners justify their own
behavior -in response to the other's prior behavior, Causal

- attributions can play a functional role in a real life relationship,
‘as opposed to a laboratory situation, because there are usually a
number of plausible causes for an event. Research has suggested that
causal dimensions different from those traditionally used in
individually oriented research may be important in studying
intimates. A secend issue raised concerning the preventative role of
causal attributions in intimate conflict is that causal attributions,
as accounts which bridge the gap between expectation and action,
suggest various points of possible relationship malfunction. It
appears that research on responsibility attribution is more relevant

—to-relationship dysfunction than the study of perceived,causality as-
traditionally conceived. When couples in therapy present problems
where causal attributions are central, oﬁe needs to focus not only on
the attributions. themselves but on the expectations that make them so
important. (JAC) , / '

ABSTRACT '

*********************f*************************************************

* . Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *
% -

: from the original document. . R
***********************************************************************




.
L
-n . ' -
=
O -
P CAUSAL ATTRIBUTIONS IN RELATIONSHIP DYSFUNC'I‘ION'
N\ " A REEXAMINATION . ;
~
"~ F. D. Fincham
University of Illinois - .
/"
. ,
)
w AN
Paper. presented at the Annual Meeting of the Midwestern Psychologlcal Assoc1atlon,
Chicago, IL, May 5-7, 1983.
n
N U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION B “PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
o - NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION : MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY
. EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION . . j —?_ M
CENTER (ERICI R ’ ,
— . This document has been reproduced as . M
o received from the person oOr organization )
ongmating 11,
8 Minor changes have been made to improve . . , .
reproduction aualuy ) . 70 THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
. Pomls of view or opinions slalr'd " (h-sdccu INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)."
ment do not necessanly represent official NIE . )
position of policy
N -
. ~ : B
O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



Causal attributions in relationship -

dysfunction: A reexamination

The study of causal attributions at the interpersonal level has been
an 1ntegral part of. attrlbutlon .research. Ohe;mlght therefore-expect to"
find a rich source of information'which is potentially useful inrunderf
standing the role of caqeel attributions‘in iéterﬁersonal problems. lUn—A
fortunately, most attribution research has involved persons who are un-

' faﬁiliar with each other. ResearCh-which is portrayed as interpereonali
most eften adopts an 1nd1v1duallst1c, 1ntrapersonal perspectlve which
falls‘to capture the dynamlc nature of truelly interpersonal phenomona.
The therapeutic utility of sueh attribution research ié therefore, at best
limited to cllent hroblems whlch iﬁyolve difficulties relating to persons

e
w1th whom the client is mlnlmally acquainted (e g., social anxiety,

"shyness, etc. ) When an understanding of intlmate relatlonshlps is sought
this source of data is nqt particularly.usegul;

Recently, however, a spate of studies (e.g., Doherty, 1982; Harvey
et al., 1978;fNewman & Langer, 1981; Madden & Janoff-Bulman, 1981; Orvis
et al., 1976; Passer et al., 1978 Sillars, 1981; Thompson & Kelley, 1981)
and theoretical_statements (e.g., Kelley, 1979; Newman, 198la,b; Newman

~ & Langer, in press) have examined attributions in close relationships. -

Marital and family therabists have been-quick to note its implications for

|

'their clihical work (e.g., Arias, 1982; Baucom, 1981; Doherty,71981a,b;
Hotaling, 1980). 1Indeed, Baucom‘(1981) has:elready begun to teach maritally
~distressed couples how to use the coveriation principle (Kelley, 1967) in
making causal attributions as part of his therapeutic interventioh.
Unfortunately, not enough attention has. been giyen ln the ahove writings

-to the nature of cloée\relationships and the consequent implications for

N
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understanding causal attributions among intimates. Several researchers

have simply extrapolated ideas which have proved useful at the intrapersonal
\ . level to interpersonal'problems.* For example, Doherty (198la) offers an

analys1s in which he relatesg interpersonal conflict to. attributions made

. [

along spec1fic causal dimenSions. _Ihe model_presupposes a highly rational
'attributor and adopts an individualistic perspective. Consequently, the
dynamic.nature_of interpersonal attributions andﬁtheir_functional role in
relationships is once again overlooked In view of the lack of attention

given to the nature of intimate relationships several of their salient
AN
features are examined in this paper. The implications for causal attributions

are also spelt out. The marital relationship is used to illustrate the

’

ensuing arguments. -
A striking feature of marital interactian"is its reciprocal nature.

A given behavior by partner.A is simultaneously a stimulus (insofar as it

is followed by a behavior by partner B) and a response (insofar as it follows

/an action by B) in an uninterrupted chain of interchanges. Each behavior
carries implications for the relationship and hence it is important to

-

determine the causes of the other person's behavior (Orvis et al., 1976;
Newman & Langer, in press). This poses a dilemma. Where does one begin

the causal-anlaysis? Orvis et al. (1976) were confronted With this problem

Y
V

[ when they found that subjects sometimes related a causal sequence in re- .

porting events for which they and their partners had different explanations.

S T AN R I

v They chose_to code only the most immediate cause and hence, like mo'st social

psychologists, neglected the issue of causal chains in examining phenomenal

e i [ IR -

causality (see Fincham & Jaspars, 1980; Fincham & Schultz, 1981).

Clearly. there is no obJectively correct solution to the above problem
as any attempt to impose a linear cause-effect structure on intimate inter-

Q -‘4 i ] _ .
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actions is arbitrary. This does not imply that-such structures are alien
to partners' perceptions of their relationships nor does it suggest that

rules for impOSingléuch.structures do not exist. On the,donrrary, communi-

cation theorists have long recognized that the segmentation or."punctuation'

of interaction organizes. behavior and istthereforervital to it

(Watzlawick et al, 1967). They,argue'that‘relétionship problems can occur
. _ ] . .

(

" due to ﬁfaulty punctuetiom” where each partner justifies hie/her behavior
as a response to ;hevother's prior pehavior (e.g., wife hags..;huépend
.withdraws..wife nags...husbend withdraws etc.). The extept to which
causal.connecfions are traced can thus be critical.end may differentiate
.dietressed from nondistressed relationships. Consider the case of Mr; Z
who.tells his wife at the breakfast table that he will be ho;e late from
work because of a prior a331gnment which has’fb _be prepared for tomorrow's
-’deadllne. Mrs. Z may either console her husband and sympathlze with him
regardlng work pressures or..she may berate him for not having ‘worked-harder -
in the preceedlng dayf aad believe that hlS~ Tinaction deeotes his lack
of care.ror her_or the‘relationship. The happily married Mrs. Z Wiil'ﬁosfz‘

C
likely choose the former action whereas the maritally distressed Mrs. Z.

a

is likely to choose the latter. Co
".The above example illustrates how causal attributions can often play .

o . . :
- a functional role in the relationship. This is possible because in real _

7

life, as oppossed to the typical laboratory situation, there are usually
a:number of plausible'causes-for an-event even after a rigorous covariance: .

analysis. - Hence it is not surprising that partnérs in a relationship can :’

offer 'equally pldusible yet widely :disparate’ explanations for sources of

conflict between them (Orvis et .al., 1976).. Recognition of the-functional.
. ) .‘_}‘, .

e . . S,
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- role of causal attributions means that in dealing with relationship problems

K

one is faced with the task of replaCing a set of causal perceptions which are

'instrumental in maintaining the problem with an alternative set which will

be. functional for the indiViudal/couple .to overcome their. problem.‘ One is
o

fnotgengaged_in helping therclient to seek veridical causes but rather in

altering'the perceived plausibility of alternative causes. Hence the utility
of traditional attrlbutlonformulatlons(e g Kelley, 1967) which
rest on normative models is open to question.-
. |
The funotional nature of causal attribUtions is recognized, albeit .

s

implicitly, by therapists of differing orientations. Systems theorists

(e.g., Minuchin, 1974; Watzlawick. et al., 1974) argﬁe that aﬂcouple/fadilyis

problem is shaped by the contextual frame within which it is perceived.

"reframing", while not couched in attribution terms, in

. effeot,constitutes a form of reattribution which enhances a sense  of mastery
\—/77‘

over the problem. Behavioral martial therapists (e 8., Jacobson & Margolin,

1979) are now also incloding relabelling . (reattribution) of behavior in

their therapeutic armamentarium.\ The use.of the above strategies is
3 . . ) . \“ * : L
predicated on the assumption that causal chains are important in relation-

ship dysfunction and that their segmentation does not provide veridical.

attributions. s e N P S A

v -Recent data provide support for- the:above argument. In his investi-—

~gation of conflict betweeﬁ~;oommates,-Sillars.(l981) found that punctuation

differences. or different segmentations of causal chains were common, ;...

»especially among dissatisfied roommates. "Lower satisfaction was also

associated with blame directed'towards:the'other'person and stable causal

attributions for the conflict. Both thesexfactois;supp}essed~COnflict.;”L

Sy
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resolution strategies that promoted mutually satisfying nutComes. _However;
the direction of the causality is not clear._ Orvis et al (1976) examined
attributional conflict in young couples and found that subJects tend to
given eXplanations of the1r partner's behavi.r which .leads to. conflict in

terms of the personal properties (characteristics or attitudes) of their

partner. On the other hand, the explanations given by the partner whose

- behavior is under consideration took the form of excuses or justifications.

Similar results emerged when Passer et al. (1978) examined the meaning
given to causes of negative interpersonal behavior. The attitude toward . -
S o

the partner was an important dimension for both actor and partner. The
intentional-unintentional dimension also emerged .in the actor condition

and corresponded.tq_the distinction between justifying and excusing

conditions found. by OrVis'et~al.j(1976). A similar parallel in results
occured in the partner condition as .states versus'actor's traits comprised
the;sec0nd dimension: -Two major implications of”these results 'are noteworthy
in the present contextb First, the fact that attitude towards the partner
was a -dimension for both actor,and partner'conditions suggests-that.dis_'f_
tressed and.n0ndistressednspouses should'differ in. the causal attributions
they make_for both their own\and their.spouse's behavior.  Second, to the

eéxtent that the provision of Justifications or excuses (accounts) prevents

confliCt by "Verbally ‘bridging - ‘théi'gap between action .and expectation
.

(Lyman & Seott, 1970, pi 112) this process is 1ikely to have broken down .in-

distressed'relationships;n~xn.;:u:i~m‘ REETIEOIPR L ;:n

"' “'Fincham and O'Leary  (1982)° 1nvest1gated the . first of the above :

implications which is strongly empha31zed in~ theoretical writings (Epstein,

=
t . J o
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perceived controlability - distressed spouses considered the causes of

may be important in studying -intimates. Research is currently being #on—

-6

1982; jacobson & Margolip, 1979). ’Coupies.seéfiﬁg ménitai therapy were

compgped.tosé nqnaiStressed control group in terms of" the diﬁeﬁsions under;..l
lyihg thgir perceivéd caﬁézsbbf sﬁoﬁse behévior (spouse—éxternal to quuge,:’n
globalaspecific,uétable—uhstablé, contrdllable—uncontrb1labie).. The results

showed that distressed spouses-considered.the causes of negative spouse

beha?ior to be more global thah'nondistressed spouses while the inverse

/-
/

pattern obtained for positive behavior. The other difference¢ found involved

positive behavior to be more uncontrollable than nondistressed spouses. ',y
. ' ,\... )
Only partial evidence was therefore obtained to suggest that-distressed

for

and nondistressed couples differ in the causal inferences they make

X,
&

spouse - behavior.

One dbvious implication of this funding .is that causal‘dimensiéns o
different from those traditionally used in individually oriented résearch e

ducted to4examinérthis hypothesis; In addition, Newman (198la,b) has .f %é

emphasized an interpersonal attribution category to supplement the -

-dispositional and situational categories which have dominated research.

Interpersonal attributions focus on."oﬁe's‘perception_of 'gelf in regard
to:other’ énd ?6ther in regard to self!":g(Newman{ 1981a,;p. 63); ﬁowever,
thiéfstili'léaves on imcoﬁplete picture.. 'For: example, attributions thch
identify the relationship as causé"andnpoint to the«interacti;e.orw;rans— . \
actibnal-ﬁroSeSS!need to be examined. Even though drvis et al. (1976)
found"little evideﬁdeifor guch atfriButions, their importance is.emphaéized'
by the fact fhé; they play:aﬁ.integral;barthin.therépy and-‘have-been:" :.i-.. ™

identified as. a necessary component of behavior change (Jacobson & Margblin,

1979). o o - /

. / L e e e ATaeR
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The second issue raised concerning the preventative role of causal’
attributions in intimate conflict, has not been investigated in disfressed

H
i

and nondistressed couples. The view.of causal attributions as accounts

B
~ . ~

which bridge the gap . between expectation and action- suggests various points ’

of possible relationship malfunction.. First, the problem may lie at the

level of partner expectation.due to unrealistic ot irrational beliefs. In

\

face, Geiss and O' Leary (1981) found that marital and family therapists

g

report unrealistic expectations as the secondimost frequent cause of marital

distress and they are moreover, negatively asso¢iated with improvement
N N . . N : . . N -. \' . 1.

. “h - AN i . ’
in therapy (Epsteélin & Eidelson, 1981). Rational restructuring®(Ellis &
Greiger, 1977) concerning partner beliefs is an approoriate.interyention
in this case. Second the degree of divergence in the causal perceptions of

actor and partner may be 'so large that any attempt to prov1de an account
becomes futile and,may result in‘conflict (Sillars, 1981):. Such differences

-

can arise from a variety of sources (e.g.; punctuation differences, behavior

: ,incompatiable with the account etc.) and therefore several strategies may

be appropriate as interventions (e.g., role play of each others positions, .

,

e3911Citly.examining‘the'transcational process, behavior change etc.).

A
o

Third,.relationship.goalshmay be at Variance«with current accounts (e.g.),

PV v

partner may., want to separare while acror(s account, if accepted, would imply

continuation of,the.relationship) Fourth,“either the 1ndiv1dual and/or

: )
relationship may be entering a differentﬁdevelopmental stage which requires
etatlonsnip may 1n grrigrent,ces ymentat st re _

B 4

-3 change in the level of explanation (e.g., reduced;interpersonaiAinyolvement

or crises may require more elaborate accounts). 'Other possibilities exist ..

and;cleariy research is needed to_examine differences between. satisfactory

B

\ L

- . -
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and ,distressed,relationships.:
' essed. relations ;!
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When causaifattributions among intimates are considered from the view-
point of accounts as_portrayed above, it beCones obvious that one is not
dealing simply with perceived causality.but also with expectations which
.infuse the causal .perceptions -with ‘their - meaning -and ‘évaluative content.
The expectation component ‘has been - implic1tly assumed in preVious writings

. e .

(e ey OrVis et al., 1976) ‘and may explain why causal attributions are often

equated with perceived blame. Given a set of expectations regarding

~

reasonable behavior (often shared,by reader and writer, client and therapiSt)"

- o

a partner—directed causal attribution can~amount to a'charge wnichfrequires
T : 'rebuttal.eror example, a distressed spouse expecting their- partner to come
home at a particular time might on theJr late arrival say, "You re late.
" because you really don't care about your family". _This causal attribution
- is likely to evoke a rebuttal as it does not simply represent a description.
of causally related Variabies. i |
‘From this analysis it is apparent that résearch on responsibility
-attribution is more relevant to relationship dysfunction than ‘the study of
perceived causality as traditionally conceived in the attribution literature.
The.quintessence of responsibility'is answerability or accountability (Fincham_
& Jaspars, 1980). Hence responmsibilities can oniy exist in.reiation'to
conicommitant... duties: and-need\not-even'involvefcausai connéctions;”?Even";
the,various méaningS‘ofwresponsibility might7prove usefuifin‘this respect.
For. enample, the fact tnat one can only be held responsible when certain
mental. criteria are met: (capacity responsibility) finds its’ analogue
im clOse'relationshipsfin“the.situation;where)a partner'Iacks'the'requisite
skills required.to~meet his/herfpartner's ekpectatiOnsf(e:gi; to ‘be intinate,

communicate.freely)., -« v T . \

Q ' . o . .]_O ' -
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- The .above analysis has important implications for both therapy and

research. When couples in therapy present with problems where causal
e
rd
attributions are‘c/ntral one needs to focus not only on the attributions

1

‘themselves but the expectations which make them so. important.’ These may be f

]

1mplicit and not apparent to the couple or they may be explicit. For‘some
distressed c0uples a lack of awareneéss regarding partner expectations
may be the root of their problems (e.g., partner -is expected to infer ome's

feelings so\that_when this does not occur it-is seen as a lack of caring;.

”

that\disagreement is necessarily destructive and hence when one's partner

.does d1sagrﬂe it indicates their desire to erode the relationship etc.)

In sum, “the theraplst may w1sh\to focus on expectatlons, attributions or
both depending on the c1rcumstances of the ‘tase. ;
\ K
As regards’ research 1mp11cations, there is an obvious need to examine

\

forms of explanation or accounts wh1ch are not g1ven in terms of perceived

i

causality but wh1ch nonetheless serve the same functional role as_.causal .

attributions (Antakl, 1981) Causal attr1but10ns .when' verbalised ;contitute

» ._9

‘behaviors wh1ch might profitably ‘be examined by standard behaV1oral assess-— -

i
l N

ment.techniques. For instance, a functional analysis”where the immediate

stimuli preceding the verbalization of an attribution and its consequences

‘are’'gystematically -monitored, would elucidate the:conditionsAunder‘uhich : R -
. _— . } e - . . .

tausal attributions are articulated:and show how they.are shaped by. social

interaction (see Kidd &'Amabile331981). Such-procedures have also been

underutilized in cognitive-therapypwith.couples.- 'th;::_ . A

.

‘The functional nature of causal: attr1butions is most apparent when

they: constitute ‘part -of the relationship dialogue.- Attributions_as AR

B TR F R AR SO o . . ) b :
' 'L \ . '

O
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_MWEQI.QKQERLEJ“HhEH a partner makes an important relationship decision or

. -10-

verbalized communications between partners have been discussed elsewhere
(see Newman, 1981b, Newman & Langer, in press, Orvis et al 1976) However,
it is worth noting that many causal attributions~remain\unarticulated'in

a relationship and that this in itself: ‘can lead to relationship problems.

1
\

For example, even though there is evidence to suggest that persons act

s

as hypothesis testers in generating causal attributions (Snyder & Gangestad
¥

1981) partners in a close relationship may make causal attributions

about eaeh other and ‘not mention or test these precisely because of their

familiarity with the other person. - Alternatively, this may occur because

it is fundtional for the perceiver at the intrapersonal, evaluative level
\ "

experiences a strong emotion they may selectively/infer positive or negative

/
s

,causes for the other:s'behavior to justify their decision/feeling. ”Such'

{':; 2! .- . P

a process:is likely-to be particularly important during_relationship.
b -

termination (Newman & Langer, in p;ess) Thus the goals of the partners

in the. relationship need to be carefully considered when- analys1ng the

causal inferences they make.
. kY ; - ,
Implicit and untegted - causal attributions are perhaps most deleterious

t

. - . ¢
, .4 . i

when the'partner's behavior is perceived as significant in relation to self -

when, " in fact, 'it may mérely reflect~thevpartner' 'idiosyncracies'or’own

B

'iﬁfrapersonal”problems. Newman ‘and Langer (in press) suggest that this

attribution error" ‘s as fundamental as the traditional tendency to favor,
dispositional attributions over® situational ones. - Inferring such behaviors

as having’communicativé”or'interactive'importance:is’particularly likely

‘/ ) . JEN . . oo . : . \
to-occutr in distressed relationships charactérized by'conflict’and‘hence

i . N\ o
therapists should be sensitivé to this phenomenon.
i t ‘-" i \ >
12 ]
Q N ot i
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The impreesion given by atttibution research in the laboratory suggests
an active processor continually analyzing and explaining behayior. This
to does not capture hhat_happens in intimate relationships. Spouses gre
likely to buildia "schema” or script regarding:their relationsﬁip and process
self and pertnef behavior within this schema in the same way that individuals
process incoming‘inferpation in terﬁs.of their self echema-(Markus, 1977).
Such processing is likely to oecur at an automatic, lese ﬁindful level and

[

can potentially involve a great deal of distortion. Perhaps the most important

——

~ therapeutic implicetion concerns positive behavioral changes brought about

in'therapy. To maintain such gains the therapist 'should ensure that the
couple -process these changes in an adaptive manner lest ‘they assimilate them

to an existant (malfunctional) schema and/or discount them. For example,

-,a partner's chaﬂge should be‘attributed to factors:such as their own effort

or changed feelings and not to a belief that the coupleiare only responsive

to each.other during crises (relationship schema), the therapist's inter-

'~ vention or a behavioral contract (discounting)u It naturally follows that

every appropriate opportunity should be'eéed to hgve clients process
interaction in the service of building a~new, posit;ve relationship schemas..
The issues of partner and reletionship schemata end bf,mindful vereus mindless
attributioutate'likely-to‘be criticel in enderstanding,reletionshiﬁ-dyefunction
andvawait-research.i. . S | '

.In.eum, it is apparent“tﬁat in.close'relationshipsAcausal atttibutions
are.not»tﬁe.logicalﬁproducts.portra;ed by attribution theorists. Qn the -
contrary, they are part of the faetic of the rel%tionship alterning and being
altered by its course. ., Thus causal attributions,should be viewed as . .

~

functional to the relationshlp and they. mayuserve to help maintain or terminate

T

\
it. At times they constitute partw0f the discou se/of the felatiodship
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and in this respect COnstitute one of several forms of explanztion. However,

they can also remain unartlculated and can be made with differing degrees

of mlndfulness. In any event, their pqtence derives from expectati0n37which
. _ ol

i -/

are discrepant with bekawvior, a fact Wthh tends to have. been overlooked
. < e m——.

\~.

Consequently, the process of responsibility attribution models causal attri-

» : ’ .
butions in close relationships more veridically than traditional research
a .
on perceived causality. It seems then that the simple extension of work
. : ) o . h
at the individualistie{fintrapersonel level is limited when an understanding
S

/ r . . . .
of causal attributions in intimate relationships is sought. However,
‘l
attribution theéry has the potential to offer .a fresh perspective in studyirng
. / o .
dysfunction in intimate relationships and new models of the attribution

process which address the issues raised in this paper will enhance even

further, our understandlng of such interpersonal problems.

. |
" § . . . . . . .- Ce - c. g
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